
DEBRECEN, Hungary: Even as diggers turned over 
land for one of Europe’s biggest electric battery plants, 
environmental protesters vowed to run the Chinese 
project out of town. Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orban is keen to woo foreign manufacturers and pro-
mote the country as a global hub for electric vehicle 
(EV) batteries. The market for greener vehicles is 
expected to surge in response to consumers’ worries 
about climate change, with top carmakers shifting 
towards developing less- polluting vehicles. But the 
groundswell of opposition in Hungary’s second biggest 
city of Debrecen is a rare grassroots challenge to the 
nationalist premier.  

Chinese giant CATL is pouring €7.3 billion ($7.8 
billion) into building a lithium-ion EV battery plant, 
under a deal announced in August. Rancorous public 
hearings followed in January, with angry locals con-
fronting officials over worries about the giga-facto-
ry’s demands for water and energy, and pollution 
risks. “Our most basic need is clean water, clean air 
and healthy land, not batteries,” said protest co-
organiser Julia Perge, a 56-year-old civil activist. 
Alarm and resistance only grew after last summer’s 
drought, which dried up a lake near the city, a long-
time stronghold of Orban’s ruling Fidesz party. 
Hungary has more than 20 EV battery plant projects 
under way and hopes to become the EU’s second 
biggest producer in GWh (gigawatt per hour) terms 
by 2030 behind Germany. Some of these other sites, 
too, have been targeted by protesters voicing similar 
environmental fears. 

 
‘Decisive’ for future 

The government drive is in line with priorities of the 
European Union, which aims to produce a quarter of 
the world’s batteries by 2030, compared to just three 
percent in 2020. The CATL 100GWh factory in 
Debrecen will reportedly produce enough to power 
more than a million new cars annually. It is expected to 
employ 9,000 workers. The project also tallies with 
Orban’s longstanding policy to look East - offering 
lucrative tax breaks, infrastructure and job creation 
subsidies to lure Asian factories. It is a pillar of his 
overall economic strategy - dubbed Orbanomics by 
analysts - but Hungary’s economic performance is 
sliding, hit by record inflation which is among the high-
est in the EU and a weakening local currency. 
Defending the new Chinese factory on the same day as 
a protest last weekend, Foreign Minister Peter Szijjarto 
stressed there was “huge competition” to attract such 
investment. “This will be the decisive industrial sector 
of the future, economic growth will go where these 

(EV) investments go,” he said. German carmakers Audi 
and Mercedes already have plants in Hungary and 
have been switching their focus to electric vehicles, 
while BMW recently also chose Debrecen for a two-
billion-euro EV plant. 

 
‘Strictest environmental rules’ 

With placards reading “Without water, there is no 
life!”, hundreds of flag-waving protesters filled 
Debrecen’s main square on Saturday demanding a halt 
to the plant. “People living here were not properly 
informed, or asked if they wanted this,” software engi-
neer Gabor Bogos, 42, complained. CATL told AFP it 
was “open for questions and comments” from the local 
community. In an emailed comment, it said that it 
“strives to become a partner in the sustainable devel-
opment of Debrecen and the wider region”. The gov-
ernment expects the factory to comply with the 
“strictest possible environmental protection rules”, 
Orban’s chief of staff Gergely Gulyas told reporters on 
Thursday. He said that many of the protesters’ con-

cerns were “based on fake news about the factory”. 
 

‘False’ promise  
The promise of new jobs resulting from the facto-

ries has also been met with skepticism. Analysts say 
they will likely be filled by migrant workers from Asia 
due to a local labor shortage, as has happened at other 
new plants. “The promise that young people will stay 
local with the construction of factories is false,” said 
professor Dora Gyorffy at Budapest’s Corvinus eco-
nomic university. State support should be directed at 
Hungary’s crumbling education, social care and health 
sectors, she said. Such plants “are not only environ-
mentally destructive, but also do not help economic 
catch-up” as Hungary itself does not develop batteries, 
she told AFP. But few believe the protest will stop the 
construction - or that it will grow into a wider wave of 
discontent against Orban. “An objection to a particular 
local issue cannot be easily transformed into a general 
objection to the government nationally,” political ana-
lyst Bulcsu Hunyadi said. — AFP  
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Hungarian resistance mounts  
against Chinese battery plant  

DEBRECEN, Hungary: People protest against the Chinese battery giant CATL EV battery factory on February 4, 
2023. — AFP  

Locals concerned plant will exacerbate climate crisis 

South Korea ends 
visa restrictions 
for China travelers  
 
SEOUL: South Korea said Friday it would resume 
issuing short-term visas to travelers from China, end-
ing a COVID-linked restriction that sparked a furious 
response and tit-for-tat measures from Beijing. In 
January, Seoul imposed travel requirements, including 
visa restrictions and PCR testing, on all visitors from 
China, as the world’s most-populous country battled a 

surge in coronavirus cases. But South Korea said the 
rate of passengers from China testing positive on 
arrival had dropped to 1.4 percent last week, down 
from 20 percent when the curbs were first introduced. 
As a result, Seoul will “remove short-term visa restric-
tions on China and resume issuing them starting from 
February 11”, the country’s disease control center said 
in a statement. 

The drop reflects the current situation in China, it 
said, where there have been “no signs of new coron-
avirus spread or mutations after the lunar new year 
holidays”. Days after Seoul stopped granting the visas 
in January, Beijing pushed back by calling the meas-
ures “discriminatory” and suspending the issuance of 
short-term visas for South Koreans. On Friday, Beijing 

welcomed the development, and said it would “actively 
consider reciprocally resuming the issuance of short-
term visas for South Koreans visiting China,” a foreign 
ministry spokeswoman said.  

South Korea said other restrictions, including test-
ing requirements, would remain in place. Travelers from 
China must provide a negative test before departure 
and undergo a PCR test within the first day of arrival. 
Those testing positive are required to be quarantined 
for a week. South Korea had removed pre-flight and 
on-arrival testing requirements for travelers from all 
other countries last year. Seoul recently dropped rules 
requiring people to wear masks in most indoor spaces, 
ending one of the country’s last major pandemic 
restrictions as COVID-19 cases dwindle. — AFP  

 US calls for  
‘dialogue’ with  
Nicaragua govt 
 
WASHINGTON: Top US diplomat Antony Blinken 
on Friday spoke with his Nicaraguan counterpart in 
a rare high-level exchange, a day after the Central 
American nation released 222 detained regime crit-
ics and exiled them to the United States. Ties 
between the countries have sharply deteriorated in 
recent years with Washington imposing a slew of 
sanctions over leftist President Daniel Ortega’s 
crackdown on Nicaragua’s political opposition. 

The 222 prisoners were previously detained in a 
wave of repression that followed 2018 anti-govern-
ment protests demanding Ortega cede power. 
Secretary of State Blinken and Foreign Minister 
Denis Moncada discussed the prisoners as well as 
“the importance of constructive dialogue,” US State 
Department spokesperson Ned Price said in a 
statement. After weeks of behind-the-scenes talks 
with Washington, Ortega’s government allowed the 
detainees to board a chartered flight to Washington. 

Price previously said everyone in the group had 
consented to travel to the United States, except two 
who chose to stay in Nicaragua. US officials said 
they would allow the former prisoners to stay for at 
least two years and would provide medical and legal 
support. A court official in Nicaragua’s capital 
Managua had said the prisoners were “deported” 
and called them “traitors to the homeland.” 

Nicaragua’s legislature has moved to strip the 
dissidents of their citizenship, which must be voted 
on this year to become law. Spain has offered them 
citizenship. The United States on Thursday wel-
comed the release of the dissidents but said the 
move was made unilaterally without any promises 
from Ortega. Ortega has denied the mass release 
was the result of negotiations with the United 
States. Catholic bishop Rolando Alvarez, one of the 
detainees who refused to travel to Washington, was 
sentenced to 26 years in prison on Friday, stripped 
of his citizenship and fined. Defeated in 1990 elec-
tions, Ortega returned to power in 2007, and has 
since engaged in increasingly authoritarian prac-
tices, quashing presidential term limits and seizing 
control of all branches of the state. — AFP  

SAN JOSE, Costa Rica: A Nicaraguan holds a nation-
al flag against her chest as she celebrates after 
Nicaragua freed over 200 detained opposition 
members. — AFP  

Miracle rescues  
as quake toll ... 
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grief at a cotton field transformed into a cemetery, 
with an endless stream of bodies arriving for swift burial. 
Compounding the anguish, the United Nations has 
warned that at least 870,000 people urgently need hot 
meals across Turkey and Syria. In Syria alone, up to 5.3 
million people may have been made homeless. A border 
crossing between Armenia and Turkey opened for the 
first time in 35 years on Saturday to allow five trucks 
carrying food and water into the quake-hit region. 

Turkey’s disaster agency said over 32,000 people 
from Turkish organizations are working on search and 
rescue efforts. In addition, there are 8,294 international 
rescuers. However, Austrian soldiers on Saturday sus-
pended rescue operations in Hatay over a “worsening 
security situation”, an army spokesman told AFP. Two dog 
handlers later resumed work under protection from the 
Turkish army. A similar decision to halt rescue operations 
was taken in Germany by the Federal Agency for 
Technical Relief (TSW) and an NGO specializing in help-
ing victims of natural disasters, ISAR Germany, according 
to an NGO spokesman. “There are more and more 
reports of clashes between different factions, shots have 
also been fired,” said ISAR spokesman Stefan Heine. 

The UN rights office had on Friday urged all actors 
in the affected area - where Kurdish militants and Syrian 
rebels operate - to allow humanitarian access. The out-
lawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party, which is considered a 
terrorist group by Ankara and its Western allies, 
announced a temporary halt in fighting to ease recovery 
work. In Syria, where years of conflict have ravaged the 
healthcare system and parts of the country remain 
under the control of rebels, aid has been slow to arrive. 
World Health Organization chief Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus took a flight full of emergency medical 
equipment into the quake-stricken city of Aleppo on 
Saturday. Tedros toured damaged areas of the city 
tweeting: “I’m heartbroken to see the conditions sur-
vivors are facing - freezing weather and extremely limit-
ed access to shelter, food, water, heat and medical care”. 

The Syrian government said it had approved the 
delivery of humanitarian assistance to quake-hit areas 
outside its control in Idlib province. A convoy was 
expected to leave on Sunday. In Damascus, Suleiman 
Khalil, an official at the transport ministry, said 57 aid 
planes had landed at Syrian airports this week. UN 
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres has urged the 
Security Council to authorize the opening of new cross-
border aid points between Turkey and Syria. The coun-
cil will meet to discuss Syria, possibly early next week. 
Turkey said it was working on opening two new routes 
into rebel-held parts of Syria. The winter freeze has left 
thousands of people either spending nights in their cars 
or huddling around makeshift fires that have become 
ubiquitous across the quake-hit region. —AFP 

Kuwait opens hearts 
and wallets... 
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Also, in support of efforts by Kuwait Red Crescent 
Society (KRCS) to help earthquake victims, Kuwait 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry donated KD 
250,000. People around the country also donated 
relief supplies at various collection points. 

KRCS announced on Saturday that 42 tons of med-
ical supplies were sent to the victims. Speaking to 
KUNA, KRCS Chairman Dr Hilal Al-Sayer said the 
current batch of supplies is part of Kuwait’s overall 
campaign to aid those affected by the devastating 
earthquake. Sayer commended the assistance provided 
by both the ministries of defense and foreign affairs to 
KRCS in this humanitarian campaign. He reiterated 
calls towards civil society and private sector to step up 
support to the “Kuwait by Your Side” humanitarian 

campaign, revealing KRCS has already sent 100 tons 
of aid to Turkey. Kuwait plays an integral role in relief 
aid and humanitarian efforts worldwide, said an inter-
national official on Saturday. Speaking to Kuwait 
Television on the sidelines of “Kuwait by Your Side” 
campaign, Hossam Al-Sharqawi - Regional Director at 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies (IFRC) for Middle East and North 
Africa - lauded the relentless efforts carried out by 
KRCS in the current campaign. 

He noted that the natural disaster’s impact might 
be felt for years to come, saying it was important to 
push for more relief aid. Meanwhile, the ministry of 
social affairs announced 50 percent of cooperative 
societies’ charity collections will be directed towards 
the campaign. Some 37 charitable societies had sub-
mitted requests to join the campaign and all were 
approved. Around 12 charitable societies have col-
lected over KD 2.3 million ($7.54 million), which will 
be all directed towards the relief campaign that 
began at 12:00 pm local time on Kuwait TV and con-
tinued until midnight. — Agencies  

Iran celebrates 
44th anniversary... 

 
Continued from Page 1 
 

Authorities say hundreds of people, including 
dozens of security personnel, have been killed and 
thousands arrested during the protests which they 
generally label as “riots”. The judiciary has sentenced 
18 people to death in connection with the protests, 
according to an AFP tally based on official announce-
ments. Four people have been executed, triggering 
international outrage. In his speech on Saturday, Raisi 
repeated the accusation that the protests were pro-
voked and fueled by the West. “See what the enemies 
did in this one year and what conspiracies they organ-

ized? But the history-making nation of Iran recognized 
the evil hand of the enemy and shone brightly on the 
stage and defeated the enemy,” he said. “The issue of 
the enemy is neither women, nor life, freedom, human 
rights and nuclear (program) but rather they want to 
take away the independence, freedom and peaceful life 
of the Iranian nation,” Raisi said. 

“Woman, life, freedom” has been the main slogan of 
the protests triggered by the September 16 death of 
Amini, an Iranian woman of Kurdish origin. State televi-
sion said celebrations for the 44th anniversary of the 
Islamic Revolution were held in 1,400 cities and towns 
across the country, and aired footage of large rallies in 
Isfahan, Mashhad, Shiraz, and Tabriz. The celebrations 
mark the day that the shah’s government fell 10 days after 
Shiite cleric Khomeini returned from exile. Shah 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi had already fled Iran in January 
1979, after months of protests against his rule.—AFP 

US shoots down 
‘high-altitude... 
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 said. “We do not know who owns it, whether state 
owned or corporate owned,” he said. “We don’t 
understand the full purpose.” Pentagon spokesman 
Brigadier General Pat Ryder said an F-22 Raptor 
used an AIM-9X missile to bring down the object - 
the same aircraft and munition used to target the 
alleged Chinese spy balloon. The incident took place 
amid a new alarm over what US officials say is an 
ongoing program by China to fly surveillance bal-
loons to collect intelligence around the world. 

US officials said such balloons have flown over 40 
countries, including at least four times previously over 
United States territory. The Chinese balloon last week 
sparked particular concern as it overflew areas where 
the United States keeps nuclear missiles in under-
ground silos and bases strategic bombers. The inci-
dent led US Secretary of State Antony Blinken to can-
cel an imminent trip to Beijing that had been long in 
planning and aimed at improving communications 

between the two rival superpowers. Kirby said the 
new object was detected late Thursday, and shot 
down Friday afternoon Washington time. It went down 
in northern Alaska near the Canadian border and fell 
over a frozen body of water, making recovery feasible, 
Kirby said.  “We do expect to be able to recover the 
debris,” he said. Biden ordered the shoot-down 
because at the altitude it was flying, Kirby said, the 
object posed “a reasonable threat” to civil aviation. 

Kirby said the US military sent a plane to observe 
the object before it was taken down and “the pilot’s 
assessment was that this was not manned”. The 
Chinese surveillance balloon had clear abilities to 
propel and maneuver itself, he noted. It “was clearly 
for intelligence surveillance and inconsistent with the 
equipment onboard weather balloons,” a senior State 
Department official said Thursday. “It had multiple 
antennas to include an array likely capable of collect-
ing and geo-locating communications,” the official. 

The official also tied the balloon to China’s 
People’s Liberation Army, without saying directly that 
it had been deployed by the PLA. The Pentagon’s 
Ryder said the US recovery teams have finished map-
ping the debris field from the downed Chinese bal-
loon and “are in the process of searching for and 
identifying debris on the ocean floor”. —AFP 


